The ability of public library staff to help homeless people in the United States: exploring relationships, roles and potential Keith A. Anderson, Chaniqua D. Simpson and Lynette G. Fisher For public library staff, helping homeless service users can be challenging as they present a range of needs and concerns. In this exploratory study, library staff in the United States completed postal surveys focusing on their relationships with and abilities to help homeless library service patrons. Findings indicated that library staff may be in a position to help, yet they are not well trained to address the specific and often complex needs of homeless people. In the future, additional training may enable library staff to serve in a gatekeeper capacity to link homeless patrons with formal social service providers.
In the United States (US), public libraries have long held an important role in advocating for, helping, and serving lower-income individuals and families. In fact, the American Library Association (ALA) clearly states that libraries and library staff should be prepared to 'identify poor people's needs and deliver relevant services' (ALA, 2011, p 49) . The ALA has also called for the strengthening of and support for services to under-served low-income groups, particularly for homeless patrons (ALA, 2011) . Homeless library patrons are a unique group and tend to have special needs, such as the need for shelter and social services. Public libraries also provide access to lavatories and comfortable places to spend the daytime hours, particularly during the winter months. Meeting the needs of homeless library patrons can present challenges for library staff, as this group can, in some cases, be disruptive to library operations (Lan, 2002; Torrey et al, 2009; Ferrell, 2010) . While a few initiatives have been developed to help library staff to better serve homeless patrons, little is known about the helping behaviours that library staff currently use to address issues and needs presented by this population. In the current study, we examine the helping roles played by public library staff in the US when working with homeless library users, specifically in relation to their emotional and physical wellbeing. We also explore the potential that library staff have in serving as 'gatekeepers' to formal services for homeless people. The findings from this study provide insight into the interactions between library staff and their homeless patrons and highlight avenues for increasing the potential to help.
Background
While definitions vary and continue to evolve, homeless people are typically defined as individuals and families who lack fixed night-time residences or whose primary night-time residence is a public or private shelter (US Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2011). As night-time shelters close for the daytime hours, homeless people are typically left to fend for themselves and find shelter in public spaces. Some homeless people find that public libraries are one of the few places of refuge and comfort. Libraries offer warmth, safety, access to bathrooms, and a wealth of informational resources. For library staff (that is, librarians and assistant librarians), homeless patrons can present a challenge: meeting their needs while maintaining the decorum of the library for others. Focusing on the first of these challenges, homeless patrons have been found to have distinct needs when using public libraries, including shelter and safety, information on resources and social services, social inclusion and support, legal information, access to the internet, and assistance with employment searches (Hodgetts et al, 2008; Collins et al, 2009; Tashbook, 2009; Gehner, 2010; Holt and Holt, 2010; Wong, 2011) . Specific groups within the homeless population may have additional needs. For example, veterans may need help in accessing benefits through the Veterans Administration and homeless children and families may need help in connecting with schools and social services (Terrile, 2009; Holt and Holt, 2010) . Given the high level of physical and mental health problems in the homeless population compared with others, homeless patrons may also be in need of health services and information on where they might locate such services (National Healthcare for the Homeless Council, 2008). In some situations, understanding the needs of homeless people and interpreting their indications of need can complicate the helping process for library staff. Serving the needs of homeless people calls for library staff to be especially responsive, resourceful and creative.
While responding to the informational and social needs of homeless patrons is generally within the purview of library staff 's work, homeless patrons can also present problems. These problems generally centre on issues such as sleeping in the library, using the lavatories as bathing facilities, hygiene issues, accessing pornography on the internet and being disruptive to other patrons (Eaton and Sidor, 2010) . In a condemnation of homeless library patrons, some leaders within the librarian profession have stated that 'such quirky and deviant practices' offend both the venerable institution and other patrons (Cronin, 2002: 46) . Unfortunately, the view of homeless people as problem patrons -disruptive, odorous, aggressive and dangerous -is one that is held by many library staff and other library patrons (Tashbrook, 2009; Wong, 2009) . These views can cause library staff to be apprehensive when providing services to homeless people. A number of libraries have developed strict guidelines regarding behaviour and library usage in response to their homeless patrons (Wong, 2009; Gehner, 2010; Holt and Holt, 2010 ). This places library staff in a difficult position. They are often torn between multiple roles when serving homeless patrons, some of which are beyond the scope of their jobs and training, such as that of social worker or police officer. As one might imagine, serving homeless people and addressing challenging behaviours can take a toll on library staff. One author even suggested that library staff can suffer compassion fatigue in dealing with problematic homeless patrons, becoming exhausted and unfeeling over time (Silver, 1996) .
A few library systems and branches have made special, innovative efforts to meet the challenges of providing services to homeless patrons, however. For example, the San Francisco Public Library system houses social workers who provide counselling and referrals for patrons in need, many of whom are homeless and/or mentally ill (Lilienthal, 2011) . A number of other libraries have collaborated with youth development centres and school systems to serve the needs of homeless children and teens (Terrile, 2009) . The San Jose Library partners with community agencies to provide computer classes, resume workshops, and English as a second language (ESL) classes for their homeless and low-income patrons (Lilienthal, 2011) . The Free Library of Philadelphia works with a non-profit agency to train and hire formerly homeless individuals to serve as restroom attendants and coffee shop workers in the library, thereby reducing problems while helping homeless individuals to engage in the workforce (Price, 2009) . As public libraries begin to shift their views of homeless people from problem patrons to worthy patrons, additional innovative opportunities to serve this population should emerge (Ferrell, 2010) .
While the body of literature on homeless people in public libraries continues to grow, most of the data is anecdotal and few studies have used rigorous empirical approaches. Small-scale qualitative research has found that libraries can provide a sense of belonging and inclusion for homeless patrons and outreach programmes can be effective with homeless patrons if these are tailored to their specific needs (Hodgetts et al, 2008; Willett and Broadley, 2011) . In the sole quantitative study focusing on homeless library patrons, the researchers found that librarians were aware of the challenges presented by poor and/or homeless users, yet many lacked professional guidance on how to help them. The librarians in the study advocated for additional training on helping poor and/or homeless patrons (Gieskes, 2009 ). These data-driven studies, in particular, provide a nascent understanding of the unique needs and challenges of serving homeless people in libraries; yet little is known about the relationships between library staff and their homeless patrons. Additionally, researchers have yet to examine in detail the ways in which library staff respond to the needs of their homeless patrons. Based upon this gap in the literature, the following specific aims were developed to guide the current study:
1. to explore the roles and relationships between library staff and their homeless patrons. 2. to gain an understanding of the ability and potential of library staff to help their homeless patrons and to act as gatekeepers to resources and services.
The importance of this study is evident on both the conceptual and practical levels. This study is the first to apply the gatekeeper model to library staff and their homeless patrons. This may expand our understanding of the gatekeeper concept and illustrate ways in which library staff and homeless service providers can collaborate to meet the needs of homeless people. This study also provides much needed evidence as to what library staff currently do in response to the needs of homeless patrons and whether or not they are willing and potentially able to further develop their helping potential. As resources for poor and homeless people continue to be reduced, the use of community-based helping agents may become critical in the struggle to identify people in need and to address their needs.
Methods

Theoretical framework
The gatekeeper model was originally developed in the late 1970s as a method to organise and train community-based non-professionals to recognise problematic situations for older adults and to refer these individuals to formal service providers. These non-professionals traditionally have consisted of police and fire workers, bank tellers, utility meter readers, postmen/women and apartment managers. The gatekeeper model recognises that informal social exchange takes place more frequently than formal exchange; therefore, the informal contacts may have greater opportunities to identify problems and provide helpful solutions Florio and Raschko, 1998) . Additionally, comfort and trust may be higher in gatekeeper relationships than in formal relationships with healthcare providers (Sarason et al, 1991) . Recent research has expanded the traditional gatekeeper model to include hairstylists and their ability to help older clients and bartenders at Veteran of Foreign War (VFW) posts and their ability to help their veteran patrons (Anderson et al, 2010a; Anderson et al, 2010b ). The gatekeeper model appears to be highly applicable to the relationship between library staff and their homeless patrons. As indicated in the literature, library staff and homeless people appear to come into contact on a fairly regular basis. This may place library staff in an ideal position to notice distress in their homeless patrons. ALA policy also specifically charges public library staff with serving the needs of people in poverty. This places a professional and moral responsibility on library staff to assist homeless people to the best of their capabilities. Finally, library staff may be less intimidating in their roles than other traditional gatekeepers (for example, the police) and formal helping professionals (for example, social workers, healthcare professionals). Past research has found that the need to trust people in service roles can be a barrier to seeking help for homeless people, particularly those with substance abuse and/or mental health problems (Martins, 2008; Zakrison et al, 2004) . The rather benign role of library staff may engender greater trust among homeless people and facilitate the gatekeeping process.
Sample
Prior to beginning the study, approval was obtained from the university institutional review board of a major university in the US. The sample for this study was recruited by posting survey packs to libraries in urban areas. The researchers chose to focus on urban settings since these areas tend to have the highest cluster density of homeless populations and the greatest number of library branches. Survey packs were sent to 255 public libraries in major urban areas in the Midwestern states of Ohio, Michigan and Illinois. Multiple surveys were posted to each library, as most libraries employ multiple librarians and assistant librarians. The researchers decided to include librarians and assistant librarians (library staff), since this group tends to have a degree of uniformity in terms of training and job characteristics. As an incentive to participate, the researchers made $2.00 donations to the Reading is Fundamental (RIF) (www.rif.org) organisation for each survey that was returned. RIF is a nonprofit organisation dedicated to promoting reading for children from low-income families. A total of 59 library staff (N = 59: 48 librarians and 11 assistant librarians) completed the surveys, representing 35 branches across the metro areas.
Measures
As this was an exploratory pilot study, the measures developed and utilised were simple and probing in nature. The survey instrument consisted of 20 items and one final open-ended question designed to gauge the following:
Background information
Library staff were asked to provide their age, gender, race/ethnicity, education level, length of time in the profession, level of formal training in mental and physical healthcare, and an estimate of the number of homeless people who frequented their branch.
Relationships and roles
Library staff were asked to describe the closeness and nature of their relationships with homeless patrons.
Problems shared by homeless patrons
Library staff were asked about the frequency with which homeless patrons share their problems, as well as the types of problems that they shared. This typology of problems was derived from previous studies of gatekeepers (Cowen et al, 1981) .
Ability to recognise problems
Using a scale of 1 to 10, library staff were asked about their ability to recognise warning signs of (a) emotional distress and (b) physical distress in their homeless patrons. Responses were grouped as low (1-3), moderate (4-7) and high (8-10).
Helping responses
Library staff were asked to identify the types of helping responses and techniques that they employed when homeless patrons shared their problems. Responses could include, for example, offering support and sympathy, listening to their problems and giving advice. This typology was derived from previous studies of gatekeepers (Cowen et al, 1981) .
Homeless services
Four questions asked library staff the degree to which they were familiar with (a) mental health services and (b) physical health services for homeless people, whether they would be willing to refer homeless patrons to these services, and whether they would be interested in participating in training programmes to augment their helping abilities.
Open-ended question
A final open-ended question provided library staff with an opportunity to share more about their experiences of working with homeless library patrons.
Data analysis
The exploratory nature of this study, the brevity and simplicity of the measures and the relatively small sample size dictated that the researchers only run basic level analyses on the quantitative data. SPSS 19.0 software was used to generate descriptive statistics and frequencies to help illustrate the helping behaviours and potential roles of library staff in relation to their homeless patrons. The qualitative data obtained from the final open-ended question were examined for thematic content and used in an auxiliary, illustrative fashion in discussing the quantitative findings from this study (Miles and Huberman, 1994) .
Results
The final sample consisted of 59 library staff (81.4% librarians; 18.6% assistant librarians) working in 35 public library branches in metropolitan areas across the Midwest. Library staff were typically middle-aged, white, well-educated women who had been working in the profession for an average of 16.6 years (SD = 9.4). In terms of formal training in mental or physical healthcare, 86.2% reported that they had not received any. Library staff were asked to estimate the number of homeless patrons who visit the library on a daily basis. Estimates ranged from one to 50, with an average of 14.8 homeless patrons per day (SD = 15.2). Most library staff reported that they were either 'not close' or just 'fairly close' to their homeless patrons and typically felt that their relationships were that of 'helper', 'employee', or 'stranger'. Homeless patrons reportedly shared their problems with library staff 'rarely' or only 'sometimes'. These problems typically centred on 'financial' issues, 'physical' issues, 'family' issues, 'work' issues, and 'emotional' issues. In reaction to these problems, library staff predominantly used three basic responses: simply listening as the homeless patrons express their concerns; offering support and sympathy; and presenting alternative courses of action. Approximately one-quarter of library staff indicated that they tried not get involved in the issues presented by homeless patrons. Library staff reported on average that they were only moderately able to recognise symptoms of emotional distress and physical distress. While an overwhelming majority of library staff (94.7%) were willing to refer homeless patrons to services, most were either not familiar or only somewhat familiar with the services available to homeless individuals in their community. When asked whether they would be interested in additional training on helping homeless patrons, 80.7% of the library staff responded in the affirmative.
Discussion
The results from the current study build upon previous research and expand our understanding of how library staff interact with homeless patrons. The results also provide initial indications of how the helping abilities of library staff could be augmented. In discussing these results, it may be most informative to organise them around the two specific aims for this study: (1) to explore the roles and relationships between library staff and their homeless patrons; and (2) to gain an understanding of the ability and potential of library staff to help their homeless patrons and to act as gatekeepers to resources and services. Selected quotes from the final open-ended question will be used in an illustrative fashion to help flesh out and enrich the quantitative findings. Finally, we will investigate whether the gatekeeper model is indeed applicable to the potential role of library staff as they attempt to help their homeless patrons. As anticipated, relationships between library staff and homeless patrons were not generally close and staff reported that homeless patrons tended to view them as helpers or employees rather than friends or family. This parallels much of the previous research on the views of library staff regarding homeless patrons. While staff are dedicated to serving the needs of all patrons, homeless people can present problems that prevent them from forming close relationships (Cronin, 2002; Lan, 2002; Torrey et al, 2009; Ferrell, 2010) . As one participant in the current study stated: 'We have a lot of homeless and mentally ill customers, being in an urban area, on a bus line, and near homeless shelters and mental health facilities. We often have to enforce our code of conduct with homeless customers for things like sleeping in and around the building, offensive body odor, alcohol use, and similar issues.'
Another participant exemplified the ambiguity that exists in the relationships between library staff and homeless patrons:
'Some of our homeless customers are very helpful because they always seem to know what is going on around the building. Some others have emotional problems that take up a lot of time and attention and cause disturbances.' Interestingly, one participant indicated that there may be other reasons for the lack of close relationships between staff and homeless patrons:
'In my experience, they are reluctant to engage with library staff possible out of fear of being judged in some way or being asked to leave.'
While not necessarily close, the relationships between library staff and their homeless patrons appear to be complex and filtered through the job requirements of library staff and the myriad factors affecting homeless individuals.
In terms of sharing problems with library staff, the results from this study indicated that homeless patrons did not readily express their issues and concerns in most cases. When problems were shared, they tended to focus on issues that are common in the homeless population, most notably financial, physical and family issues. These results were not unanticipated, given the poverty, physical hardships and morbidity and relationship problems that typically accompany homelessness (National Coalition for the Homeless, 2009). One participant succinctly summed up some of the challenges faced by homeless patrons, particularly in northern climates:
'They seem so sore and can hardly walk from being in the cold.'
It seems that one of the greatest needs of homeless patrons is expressed simply by their presence in the library -shelter:
'The library offers a safe, cool or warm, place for homeless individualsfree without harassment.'
Turning our attention to the second specific aim, investigating the helping abilities of library staff, the findings indicated that staff were overwhelmingly willing to help but encountered limitations in doing so. As noted, most library staff reported only a moderate ability to recognise signs of emotional and physical distress. When called upon to help homeless patrons, library staff tended to use passive approaches, such as simply listening or providing a sympathetic ear. Other helping behaviours were more active in nature, such as presenting alternative courses of action or asking questions for additional information. The approaches used by library staff in this study appear to be largely organic in nature, and not dictated by training or policy. This echoes the findings from a national study of librarians in which they reported a lack of policy, guidance and programmes to help library staff deal with the issues presented by homeless patrons (Gieskes, 2009) . While this was not readily evident in the quantitative data, several participants reported that their libraries have begun to establish helping programmes and protocols to address the issues of homeless patrons.
'We have worked with coalitions and homeless activists for years to have programs here at the library and also to host on our own front lawn a 'food for thought' food, refreshment, and clothing program every Saturday.'
'Our library provides a "street card" that lists agencies that serve the homeless in our community. It would be nice if we could get social workers into the library to find help for the homeless.'
Approximately one-quarter of library staff reported that they tried to avoid getting involved in the problems presented by homeless patrons. This reaction may be related to negative views of homeless patrons, time constraints, or the notion that dealing with the problems presented by homeless patrons is far beyond the job description. As one librarian stated, 'Before I started to work at the library, I was a social worker for many years in children's protective services. There are days when this job doesn't feel a whole lot different.'
While almost all the library staff indicated that they would be willing to refer homeless patrons to services, the majority were not well acquainted with the services (both physical and mental health services) that exist for homeless individuals in the community. Hearteningly, over 80% of library staff indicated that they would be interested in additional training to learn more about services to help homeless patrons. Again, these findings echo those of an earlier study in which 85% of librarians supported additional training regarding homeless patrons (Gieskes, 2009) . These findings are key as they indicate a desire to help, an area for development and training, and a willingness to learn. All these elements point towards the development of training programmes for library staff regarding the problems presented by homeless patrons, the programmes and services available in the community, and methods for linking homeless patrons with these services. As illustrated in the aforementioned gatekeeper model, it is not the intention to train librarians as therapists; rather, such training should be geared toward training librarians as liaisons with formal, professional help (for example, social workers, healthcare professionals). Gatekeeper training programmes could focus on providing library staff with skills for detecting distress in homeless patrons, information on social services appropriate for their needs and methods for linking them with service providers. As previously mentioned, librarians typically do not receive this types of training as part of their formal education. A cursory review of degree programmes at several large US universities revealed that there is little, if any, element of the curriculum focused on addressing the specific needs of homeless patrons. The development and initiation of gatekeeper training programmes may provide library staff with a broad understanding of the problems faced by homeless people and ways that they can better help these patrons. As one participant in the study stated:
'I would hope that I give a homeless person the same service I give all our patrons. But I would fear "finding out too much" and then not knowing how to help them, yet feeling responsible to do something personal.' Given the relatively low cost and convenience of online gatekeeper training, such programmes for library staff may be particularly effective and efficient. Future research should seek to develop and formally evaluate such approaches.
Limitations
While the findings from this exploratory study are of value, there are several limitations that should be acknowledged and considered in interpreting these results. First, this was an exploratory study and, as such, the sample was small and the measures and data analyses were relatively simple. Despite efforts to incentivise people to complete the study, the response rate from library staff was not high (13.7%). Several surveys were returned with notes stating that library staff were prohibited from engaging in research. Other surveys indicated that homeless patrons did not frequent their particular branch. It should also be noted that many of the branches were located on the edges of the metropolitan areas where homeless populations are either nonexistent or very small. For those library staff who did participate in the study, there may be some degree of response bias due to participant self-selection; however, it is difficult to speculate on how this potential bias may have affected the results. In terms of the data analysis, it may be beneficial in the future to conduct in-depth interviews with library staff in branches with large populations of homeless patrons to further understand the issues presented by homeless patrons and the responses of staff. Again, the findings from this exploratory study should be interpreted as indicative rather than conclusive.
Conclusion
The challenges of serving the needs of homeless library patrons are complex. Library staff are professionally and ethically compelled to meet the informational and support needs of homeless patrons, while maintaining the decorum of the library and serving the needs of other library patrons. In this study, the researchers found that library staff were aware of the problems presented by homeless patrons and willing to help these individuals, yet not well equipped to do so. Fortunately, innovative programmes that remove the label 'problem patron' from homeless people and provide targeted services have begun to emerge in a handful of metropolitan areas. With training, we may find that library staff can become effective gatekeepers to formal systems of care for homeless patrons and help to connect these individuals with necessary services. Training programmes that resemble the gatekeeper model have been proposed by a number of scholars in recent years (for example, Gieskes, 2009; Wong, 2009; Ferrell, 2010) ; however, it does not appear that such training programmes have been widely adopted, nor have they been evaluated for effectiveness. With growing budget cuts to social service agencies and public libraries, it remains to be seen whether such training programmes will be developed in the future. However, as society learns how to do more with less, we may find that the public library has the potential to become both a refuge from the cold and a portal to the warmth of humanity.
